CONNECT ILLINOIS BROADBAND GRANT PROGRAM

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)
Updated: February 24, 2020

Program Overview Questions

How much funding is available? Connect Illinois includes $400 million appropriated for competitive
matching grants, the largest such program administered by a state, ever. The first round of grants will
include up to $50 million, with subsequent rounds following over the course of the next several years.

What is the maximumgrant amount? Applicants can request up to $5 million in Connect lllinois grant
funding per project. Many applications will seek much smaller amounts, though, and applicants are
encouraged to submit multiple proposals for projects in various eligible areas of the state.

What does “competitive matchinggrant” mean? All applications that meet basic qualifying standards
will be scored by a merit-based review team. The team will use a detailed scorecard that directs how
points are allocated over seven distinct scoring areas: broadband impact, including number of new
connections and economic development; project readiness; project sustainability; share of nonstate
match provided; community support; adoption support; and open access andshared use.

What amountis required in the nonstate match? At least 50 percent of total project expenses must
be provided as nonstate match, be it from private, local or other nonstate sources. Additional points
are available throughthe merit-based review process for proposals providing a larger nonstate match.

What types of projects are eligible for funding? Applications should be classified under one of three
categories: (a) broadband access for lllinois homes, businesses, and community anchor institutions;
(b) broadband innovation for economic development and related applications; or (c) urban broadband
for access and/or innovation in qualified lllinois cities or metropolitan areas of 75,000 residents or
more. Although successful projects may —and are encouraged to — produce positive impact toward
both broadband access and broadband innovation, applicants must indicate under which of the three
categories anapplication is intended to be considered.

Applicant Eligibility Questions

If an applicant is already GATA (Grant Accountability and Transparency Act) pre-qualified for
another grant program does the applicant need to pre-qualify again or demonstrate its current
GATA status? No, if an applicant is GATA pre-qualified for another grant program, you should be all
set! If you’re uncertain, confirm your status via broadband@illinois.gov.

Who is eligible to apply? Connect lllinois grants are available to various entities with proven track
records, including broadband providers, rural cooperatives, local governments, nonprofits, and
partnerships.
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Are colleges and universities or hospitals and clinics eligible to apply? Yes, these entities can qualify
as nonprofit applicants.

Must an applicant have experience and expertise with providing broadband access or adoption?
The most competitive applications will include a partner with a proven track record of broadband
deployment; certain Broadband Innovation applications may emphasize additional experience and
expertise.

Application Eligibility Questions

What areas of lllinois are eligible for funding? Projects located in unserved and/or underserved areas
of lllinois are eligible for funding. An unserved area is an area of lllinois in which households,
businesses, or community anchor institutions lack access to wireline broadband service of at least
25/3 Mbps. An underserved area is an area of lllinois in which households, businesses, or community
anchor institutions have wireline broadband access of at least 25/3 Mbps but less than 100/20 Mbps.

Can a grant application be filed that includes both unserved and underserved areas? Yes, an
application can request a grant for both unserved and underserved areas. The application must
separatelyidentify the location count for eachand the projected improvement in broadband service.

Howdo we knowwhere broadband is —and is not? To help guide the grant application process, the
Connect lllinois website includes mapping of available wireline broadband service based upon the
most recent Federal Communications Commission (FCC) data. Since these maps utilize flawed data,
the Office of Broadband is working on state-specific broadband mapping that incorporates both
provider-offered data confirmed through field testing and crowd-sourced consumer data. In addition,
the Connect lllinois website includes maps of existing state-owned fiber assets, which can be
leveraged by grantees for middle-mile infrastructure.

Whereis the map to identify unserved and underserved on the Connect lllinois website? The map
is linked to the “Wireline Service Map” tab on the Connect lllinois website, available at:
https://www?2.illinois.gov/dceo/Connectlllinois.

Should applicants include information to support claims that the maps may not be accurate? The
maps will be a primary tool in determining the eligibility of an area for the grant program but we will
work with any applicant that identifies discrepancies in the maps to correct the information. We
encourage anyone who sees inaccuracies in the mapping to contact our office as soon as possible.

How long can the map be challenged? The accuracy of the current Connect Illinois wireline service
mapping can be challenged both throughout the application window (per applicant inquiry) and
throughout the application scoring process (per application documentation or Office of Broadband
inquiry). Applicants are encouragedto include in their applications whatever evidence they have that
demonstrates if, how, and to what extent the Connect lllinois mapping overstates service availability.

Does the project area need tobe contiguous? No. The project mayinclude areas that arenot adjacent
to each other, within reason.
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Can you apply for multiple grants (to cover multiple project areas)? Yes, ifanapplicant has multiple
proposals, they can submit an application for each project they wish to have considered for the grant
program.

Can a portion ofa larger project be considered a "project" for which matching grant funds may be
requested? In that situation, if allowed, would the financial feasibility of completing the entire
project be what is reviewed? Only areas qualifying as un- or underserved are eligible for grant
funding. However, an applicant may choose to present information on a larger project area to
demonstrate context and sustainability of the proposal. Also, applicants are encouraged to indicate if
a proposal is part of a multiple-phase project that may include one or more proposals in future grant
funding rounds.

Can a planning-only proposalbe submitted? No, not for this grant program; but stay tuned for more
information regarding the forthcoming lllinois Connected Communities Grant Program!

Project Documentation and Definition Questions

What level of detail is required for the engineering design and diagrams for the project? The
engineering designand diagrams for the project should be adequate to support the requested grant
amount, confirm the performanceclaims included in the application, and demonstrate the
reasonableness of the timeline for the project's completion. When working with an engineer in
preparing a proposal, an applicant will want to askfor “budgetary design” documents as opposed to
construction documents, which will be necessary prior to contract execution. Applications are not
expectedto include splicing diagrams.

What type of mapping must an application include? An application must include GlS-capable files
(shp, kml, etc.) of the proposed project area. Also, an application should include a pdf showing the
project boundaries for clear review by the public, the Office of Broadband, and related stakeholders.
In addition, we welcome mapping with additional detail related to the project design that speaks to
the project’s readiness and sustainability.

When submitting a proposal, can applicants request that proprietary information remain
confidential? Yes, please marksuch information as confidential.

Howimportantis it to document service to Community Anchor Institutions since mostofthese are
already served? Service to community anchor institutions is not a grant requirement. But applicants
should look for these opportunities if they exist within the project service area. Anapplication should
document any instances where a community anchor institution will receive new or upgraded service.
If the services provided by a community anchor institution will be made more accessible by the project
being proposed, that should also be noted. Information on significant community institutions that will
benefit from the proposed project, the provision of new or substantially upgraded broadband service
to important community institutions, and evidence of strong support for the project are all areas that
the law indicates should be considered.
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What does “scalable to 100 Mbps download and upload” mean? An applicant must provide
documentation from the manufacturer or certified by an engineer that the systems being purchased
using grant dollars are capable of being scaled to offer 100Mbps symmetrical service. This does not
mean that 100Mbps service must be offered at the time construction is complete. The requirement
is that the service that is offered at the time the network adds initial subscribers meets state minimum
speedgoals of 25Mbps download and 3Mbps upload for a proposal in anunserved area and 100Mbps
download and 20 Mbps upload for a proposal in an underserved area. Points will be awarded for
higher speedservice availability.

Whatis meant by the term "scalable?" Connect Illinois projects must be scalable tospeeds of at least
100/100 Mbps. This service level does not need to be offered initially, but the deployment must be
capable of providing the service without additional infrastructure investment.

Does the applicant need to be the owner of the infrastructure that is built with the grant dollars?
The applicant does not need to be the owner of the infrastructure that is built with the grant dollars.
However, the applicant must be in close partnership with the entity that would own the networkand
offer the services in order to provide the documentation and service commitments required by the
application. The applicant will be entering into a grant agreement and committing to all grant
requirements. It is recommended that if the applicant is different than the entity constructing and
owning the network that a formal contract be executed between the partner entities.

If an applicant will build and own the network but have a provider partner operate and provide
service over the network, what type of documentation is needed to demonstrate that partnership?
In addition to listing the provider partner on the cover page of the application, a lease agreement
between the applicant and the provider partner should be included with the application as
documentation of the partnership. The lease agreement can be contingent upon receipt of the grant
funding, the network being built, etc. but provides the demonstration needed to respond to several
other questions in the application (speed tiers and pricing structure, specific pricing information,
documentation that service will be offered for at least five years, financial plan, project schedule, etc.).

Can this grant be used to upgrade wireless infrastructure? Yes, provided the infrastructure is fully
scalable. Forinstance, Connect lllinois funding could be leveraged for middle mile funding for wireless
deployments.

Are tower costs eligible infrastructure costs? Yes, the cost of a tower necessary to provision the
broadband service proposed in the grant application would be an eligible total project cost. The intent
of the grant program is not to fund duplicative infrastructure, so please include in your application
justification of the necessityfor the infrastructure you propose to build.

Does the program require subscription to service or access to service? Although Connect lllinois
values applicant efforts to increase adoption and recognizes such activities in the application scoring
process, this grant program s focused on expanded access (i.e. service availability rather than service
subscription) to homes, businesses, and community anchor institutions.

Are applicants expected to provide free service to Community Anchor Institutions? No
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Are grantees required to provide access for other broadband providersiftheir presencein the
marketplace will hurt the sustainability of our business model? No; open access andshared use are
encouraged, but not required.

Project Financial and Nonstate Match Questions

What costs are eligible for the grant program? The grant program is to support infrastructure costs
such as costs related to obtaining construction permits, purchase and/or construction of facilities
(middle mile and/or last mile), and installation and testing of the equipment used to provide
broadband service including facilities to bring the service to the home. Costs related to providing video
service or voice service that are not necessary to be incurred to provide broadband service are not
eligible infrastructure costs for purposes of the grant program.

Since the program is limited to capital expenditures, will broadband adoption proposals be
considered from the applicant matching portion? Yes, certain non-capital expenditures (e.g.
nondurable equipment) proposed by the applicant will be considered as nonstate match, provided
that at least 50 percent of the total project budget includes capital-only nonstate match.

Must there be a50/50 match even in high povertyunderserved areas? Yes, the Connect Illinois grant
program s a matching grant program, andthe initial funding rounds will require a significant nonstate
match. However, various federal funding opportunities could be leveraged as a source of a nonstate
match — and the lllinois Office of Broadband is willing to help applicants identify those potential
resources.

Is it your understanding that RDOF funds will not be able to be combined with the lllinois state
broadband grant program? Illinois broadband providers are encouragedto leverage the Rural Digital
Opportunity Fund (RDOF) program to the fullest. The lllinois Office of Broadband is hopeful that the
Federal Communications Commission will allow state funding to enhance RDOF projects so as to
produce scalable service for Illinoisans. We know that a strong partnership betweenstate and federal
government is essential to extending scalable broadband to hard-to-serve areas.

Would the costs incurred by a broadband provider to maintain the new infrastructure be considered
an eligible cash match, especially if the costs were ensued during the grant period? The purpose of
the grant programis to assistinthe costs of deploying the middle mile or last mile network. Ongoing
maintenance costs would not be eligible costs under the grant program.

Is a local government match required? No, but strong community support and public-private
partnerships are encouraged; additional points will be awarded if there is a verified financial
commitment from a community partner. Also, note that projects that provide a nonstate match of 55
percent or more are awarded extra points.
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Can bonding be used as a source of funding towards the match required for the grant program?
Applicants/application partners should consult with their own financial advisors and bond counsel for
advice on using bonds towards the project match. If bonds will be used, for purposes of the
application, supporting documentation should include a letter from the local government
administrator that bond counsel have been consulted and find this method of financing appropriate,
the type of bond that will be used, and the amount (and that the amount is within the local
government’s limits for this type of funding). The letter should also address that there are noforeseen
obstacles that would prevent the local government entity from moving forward with a bond process
should the grant be awarded and then include the estimated timeframe for a bonding process (and
alsoinclude this information in the application timeline). This letter would be in conjunction with the
local governing body’s resolution in support of the project and financial commitment. Should the
match include debt, application reviewers will also look for evidence that the business model
adequately accounts for the repayment of that debt, should it be required.

Can an RUS loan or CAF II/ACAM funding be considered for the match? AnRUS|oan or CAFII/ACAM
funding can be used towards the match, just ensure that the appropriate information is included in
the application.

Can costsincurredfor building outineligible componentsofa proposedproject area be considered
as matching fundsfor thegrant program? No, only infrastructure-related costs for service in unserved
or underserved areas are eligible for funding under the grant program —and only those areas should
be counted towards the cost for which up to a 50 percent match may be requested.

Can an applicant useits own employees to trench in fiber and have that cost included towards the
grant amount? Yes, this would be similar to a company's own engineers designing the project. Just
keep in mind that prevailing wage rates apply, and that adequate timecard records should be kept
documenting labor devoted to state-funded projects.

Do applicants need to provide a unit breakdown for all constructionunits? No, but the more detail
included in the application the better the Office of Broadband is able to score the application for
project readiness and sustainability. At minimum, applications should include such detail as feet of
fiber cable or number of wireless radios, etc.

Can grant funds be used to pay for private easements? Yes, provided that easement acquisition is
not temporary or leased.

When will grantees be reimbursed with grant funds? Up to 25 percent of grant funding will be
available at project outset, with remaining grant funding dispersed per certified project costs incurred
and/or project milestones met — as provided in the grant award contract.

What does “prevailing wage” mean, and are we required to paya prevailing wage for allwork being
doneon the project(i.e. both the grant portion and the nonstate matching portion)? The prevailing
wage is administered and enforced by the lllinois Department of Labor. The prevailing wage for a
specific area applies to the total labor costs of the entire project, not simply the state grant portion.
More information regarding Illinois prevailing wage requirements is available at:
https://www?2.illinois.gov/idol/Laws-Rules/CONMED/Pages/prevailing-wage-act.aspx
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Grant Process Questions

Will Connect lllinois build off existing state broadband infrastructure? Yes, the Connect lllinois grant
program will encourage shared use to promote efficiency — allowing broadband providers to focus
their investment on last-mile connections to homes, businesses, and community anchor institutions
in need of better service.

What happens ifa grantee doesn’t deliver? Connect |llinois will include safeguards ensuring applicant
financial stability; will deploy grant resources on a project-specific, incremental basis; and will include
a clawback provision for work that is contracted, but not completed. Progress reporting will proceed
on a regular basis throughout the duration of the project build. In addition, the Office of Broadband
will keep an inventory of the fiber deployed as a result of the Connect Illinois grant program.

Do projects that will complete over one construction season score higher than those that take the
full two years to complete? There are many factors that go into scoring an application. Smaller
projects may take only one construction season while larger projects will require the two full
construction seasons allowed. We recommend that the project schedule included in the application
be as realistic as possible as schedules are reviewed for reasonableness.

What, if any, testing requirements will be used to confirm project completion? The Office of
Broadband will pursue various approaches to measure and confirm project completion, including
provider-supplied data, independent field testing, and crowd-sourced user data collection.

What happens if our application is chosen, but lack of easement access prevents construction as
proposed? An applicant is not obligated to accept a grant award, and the project can be adjusted
modestly as conditions require prior to contract execution — which sets the enforceable terms of the
proposed deployment.

Can environmental reviews be done once applicants are notified of an award? Yes; the Office of
Broadband does not expect applicants to complete environmental reviews prior to application
submittal.



